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Abstract 
Whilst there is research evidence on the benefits of mentoring and its non-significant effects, the practice of peer mentoring in the Youth Justice System has received little empirical attention.  This paper seeks to critically explore the benefits, limitations and challenges of using young offenders as peer mentors. First, the paper reviews relevant literature. Second, it explains the aims and methodology of the study. Third, the paper presents the findings and discussion. Findings suggest that young offenders who are peer mentors have experiential knowledge and can act as positive role models and sources of hope, potentially helping mentees to (re) engage with services. Findings also suggest that young people particularly value building empathic and collaborative relationships with professionals who are ex-offenders and have lived experiences of contact with the criminal justice system. The article also introduces issues and challenges associated with peer mentoring, notably professionals being risk avoidant and disinclined to use young offenders as peer mentors. It also draws on a participant-led music project as a potentially useful means of integrating peer mentoring. The evidence from the study suggests that, children and young people’s active and meaningful participation in this project can help to facilitate the process of change, including, healing, growth and identity transformation. 
Introduction 
Types of mentoring (i.e. adult-to-youth, group and peer) and settings where this approach can be used, differ (i.e. pupil referral units, youth offending services, prison institutions or educational establishments). Nonetheless, mentoring has been conceptualised as a voluntary, one-to-one non-judgemental relationship between a mentor (usually an adult, who provides guidance, coaching and support) and a mentee (usually a young person, who receives emotional and practical assistance) (O’Connor and Waddell, 2015). Mentors for instance may provide pastoral support, help with job searches, encourage the mentee to engage in leisure and/or social activities, suitably challenge mentee’s anti-social, racist and/or misogynistic beliefs and opinions and act as an effective role model (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2007). Following a systematic review and meta-analysis, Tolan et al., (2008) found that for high-risk offenders, who were supported emotionally by a motivated adult mentor (dedicated to the role for the purposes of professional development and not merely for volunteering experience), the mentee committed fewer further episodes of aggressive behaviour, criminality and substance misuse. Notwithstanding such positive outcomes, it is worth noting that the reviewers found activities on mentoring programmes to differ considerably. Therefore, they were unable to confirm conclusively what the promising aspects of mentoring interventions were (Tolan et al., 2008). Jolliffe and Farrington (2007) conducted a rapid evidence assessment on the impact of mentoring on re-offending and found that, when delivered as part of a wider suit of interventions, mentoring could have the beneficial effect of reducing engagement in subsequent offending. Crucially, some of the studies reviewed pointed to mentoring also being most effective when delivered as part of an appropriate after-care package (i.e. mentoring did not cease when the court order ended) (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2007). However, the studies that were judged to be more rigorous and systematic did not appear to indicate a statistically significant reduction in re-offending for those who were mentored (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2007). Whyte (2009:142) notes, ‘there are limited data to demonstrate whether, and under what circumstances, mentoring is effective in reducing offending’ (also see Newburn and Shiner, 2005). This is perhaps understandable when we consider that such a diversity of goals and roles can make outcomes rather difficult to quantify (Buck and Creaney, Forthcoming). 
Whilst there is research evidence on the benefits of mentoring and its non-significant effects, the practice of peer mentoring in the Youth Justice System has received little empirical attention. As alluded to above, the research that has been undertaken has tended to be positivist/quantitative or quasi-experimental and aimed at evidencing the absence of recidivism. Thus, there is a need for further interpretivist/qualitative research to investigate the potentially inimitable impact of using young offenders as peer mentors (Buck and Creaney, Forthcoming). In order to understand the concept, it is important to provide a definition. Peer mentoring can be described as an approach that involves a mentor who has shared experiences or backgrounds, giving advice and support to a mentee who is experiencing personal, social and/or emotional difficulties. For example, peer mentors may have first-hand experience of how problems can be overcome (Boyce, et al., 2009). They may have experiential knowledge, described as ‘truth based on personal experience with a phenomenon’ (Borkman, 1976:445) and be able to relate to mentees in similar circumstances, situations or with those experiencing a comparable ‘phenomenon’. However, there are number of potential challenges to overcome – as this article explores - not least professionals being risk avoidant and disinclined to use young offenders as peer mentors (Fletcher and Batty, 2012). Peer mentors can occupy somewhat of a grey area. They may not identify as professionals or service users (Fletcher and Batty, 2012). However, this may in itself be positive: by not being viewed as authority figures, they can act as role models, viewed positivity by their peers. This paper seeks to critically explore the benefits, limitations and challenges of using young offenders as peer mentors. First, the paper reviews relevant literature and presents themes related to relationship-based practice and managerialism (regulatory systems), and then proceeds to critically discuss the main features of peer mentoring. Second, it explains the aims and methodology of the study. Third, the paper presents the findings and discussion.
Literature Review 
Relationships 
In the youth justice context, there has been an ‘overemphasis on the use of tools and programmes at the expense of developing practitioners’ knowledge and skills in facilitating the change process through their relationship with the young person’ (Stephenson, 2013:82). Research suggests a medium for change is not necessarily tools or programmes but rather the existence of a trusting, empathic and consistent relationship between children and professionals (See France and Homel, 2006). As Lord (2016:116) notes, children and young people are most likely to ‘express emotions in empathic therapeutic relationships, [and] when they have positive perceptions of [their workers]’. Interestingly, in relation to mentoring, to be effective, it requires a commitment to building and maintaining a trusting, respectful and non-judgemental relationship (Porteous, 2005) and as Stephenson et al., (2007:188-189) note, an understanding that:
“mentors [may] need to act as persistent firefighters of the tribulations faced by excluded young people. [In such situations] they must be prepared to rebuild their mentoring relationship with the young person, often over many occasions, in an attempt to regain the mentee’s trust and imbue them with resilience”. 
Such constructive relationships, where both parties are equal, can help to facilitate positive outcomes (Drake et al., 2014). In the context of a professional and a young person, on the one hand, it can help to prevent children adopting passive or disengaged roles and on the other, increase their willingness to comply with court order requirements (HMI Probation, 2016). If positive relationships have been established, children can ‘engender a sense of personal loyalty and accountability’ (Clinks, 2013:5). However, children on court orders, are more likely, than their non-offending counterparts, to have experienced unhealthy, problematic or failed relationships and to feel ‘depleted, empty and de-energised, [lacking] in motivation and without a sense of hope and optimism about their lives and future’ (Trevithick, 2003: 168). Collaborative partnerships, premised on ‘empathy, warmth and genuineness…’ (Hudson and Sheldon, 2000:65) can help to heal such fractured relationships. Practitioners may feel, however, that they have insufficient time to ‘facilitate practices which build relationality, and which allow trust to develop’ (Hughes, et al., 2014:6). 
Managerialism 
Professionals may feel ‘constrained by the pressures imposed, with increased time taken on administrative responsibilities over ‘being with’ people to develop relational connections’ (Hughes, et al., 2014:2). Managerialism has pervaded the public sector. Many years ago, it was argued, work with people who offend was a ‘technocratic framework of routinized operations’ (Webb, 2001:71) that negates professional autonomy. It was claimed there was a ‘zombification’ of youth justice’ (Pitts, 2001) with practitioners being controlled by rules and regulations, fearing the possibility of inspection and being judged negatively. As Turnbull and Spence (2011:942) note:
“Management systems prioritise the construction of regulatory systems and routines intended to standardise practice and thereby limit, or even eliminate, variations in practice and the risks seen to be inherent in uncertainty. In so doing, they divert practice away from relational trust building, creating a tension and heightening the insecurities at the heart of everyday practice”
Despite such rules, regulation, increased managerialism and auditing, there is inevitably some discretion and an element of choice on how to proceed. We should ‘not confuse the presence of rules with determinacy’ (Evans and Harris, 2004:891). Drake et al., (2014) note, professional discretion is required if effective child/practitioner relationships are to be built and children’s voices are to be heard and acted upon. However, rules can be restrictive and ultimately limit innovation (or stifle creativity), resulting in ‘constrained practice’ (Eadie and Canton, 2002:24). More recently, there has been a partial relaxation of national standards with systems not appearing to be as heavily audited. However, professionals continue to experience resource and workload pressures (Armitage, et al., 2016). Crucially, peer mentoring could be a key source of support for front-line professionals who are grappling with the pressures of managerialism, notably high caseloads, report writing, assessments and other administrative tasks (Fletcher and Batty, 2012).
Peer mentoring 
Participation in peer mentoring schemes can be beneficial for both mentors and mentees. This is perhaps due to mentoring ‘relationships [often] emulating ‘normal’ familial or friendship relationships [giving] it a legitimacy that professional client-worker relationships do not’ (Brown and Ross, 2010:32). Mentors who are current or former offenders who have over overcome adversity for instance emotional distress pain and suffering, can be perceived by mentees as positive role models and a source of hope. As Kavanagh and Borrill (2014:407) note, ex-offender mentors may ‘have a positive [effect] on the dynamics of relationships, [enabling] them to work more effectively with clients’. Mentees may observe the ‘the social and personal values modelled by the mentor as important and worth striving for’ (Brown and Ross, 2010:32). Furthermore, Buck (2017:190) referred specifically to the genuinely caring nature of peer mentoring, and its potential as an antidote to the ‘disconnected’, ‘unhearing’ and ‘technocratic’ criminal justice process. However, mentors may be developmentally immature and not have the capabilities to facilitate growth/transition and offer emotional and practical assistance to their peers who are experiencing mental health problems and/or other behavioural difficulties (O’Connor and Waddell, 2015). They may have their own unresolved traumas and this may adversely affect their ability to form constructive relationships with both their peers and professionals. Children and young people may ‘have multiple problems so deeply entrenched that a volunteer mentor proves ineffective’ (Youth Justice Board, 1999:9). Similarly, as Stephenson et al., (2007:186) note, ‘it is unlikely that mentoring alone will help a young person experiencing complex and multiple difficulties’. Thus, it may be sensible – in such a situation - to implement mentoring alongside other positive and constructive activities or interventions. Furthermore, if there are insufficient supervision arrangements in place and a lack of monitoring, peer mentors may model deviant behaviour. Such negative peer influences can potentially result in poor outcomes (O’Connor and Waddell, 2015). A further issue relates to the potentially high turnover of peer mentors. This can impact adversely on mentees who may feel rejected and self-blame in the event of a relationship terminating (Buck et al., 2017). As Fletcher and Batty (2012:5) note ‘high rates of peer turnover may compromise service delivery’. 
In addition to focusing on an individual’s level of functioning such as their motivation to change, it is equally important to consider how the social context and environmental factors can impact on attitudes and behaviours and restrict life chances. As Brown and Ross (2010:37) note, we should not ‘abstract offenders from their environment and thus…locate the causes of behaviour squarely within the individual’. It has been argued that peer mentoring is congruent with the dominant political perspective that sees the cause of criminality the result of individual malfunction, personal failure, and ‘faulty’ thought processes that need correcting (Fletcher and Batty, 2012). Personal responsibility for one’s actions and the need for self-improvement to overcome difficulties experienced, have often been emphasised (Fletcher and Batty, 2012). As a result, there has been ‘…limited attention [given] to the social ecological context of offending’ (France, 2015:75). Alternatively, it has been argued that rather than individualising the ‘causes’ of criminality, a socio-ecological framework could direct ‘attention to the interactions and relationships within which offending arises, persists and is perpetuated’ (Johns, et al., 2017:4). Often such broader issues are beyond young people’s ability to influence and control (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997; Whyte, 2009). Thus, there should be acknowledgment of, and attention directed towards, the ‘disease’ itself (such as unemployment or poverty/ social circumstances) as opposed to the ‘symptom’ (engagement in criminal activity and harmful behaviours) (Barry, 2000:587). 
Theoretical framework 
A rigorous qualitative design was adopted to explore participant viewpoints on the benefits, limitations and challenges of peer mentoring in the Youth Justice System. The study sought to produce in-depth, rich and detailed data (Braun and Clarke, 2013:21). It was underpinned by the idea that meanings and experiences are socially produced not naturally given (Burr, 1995, 2003). Thus, this exploratory study sought to reflect multiple truths and versions of reality and ‘the way people interpret and make sense of their experiences and the world in which they live’ (Holloway, 1997:1). In turn, the researcher treated ‘differences between data as significant and enlightening as similarities’ (Wincup, 2017:12). Crucially, there was an emphasis on researching the experiential knowledge or lived experiences of a ‘hard to reach’ group of young people alongside ‘giving voice’ to front-line professionals. This focus on participants own accounts/narratives has traditionally been depicted as inferior to more quantitative methodologies and experimental approaches akin to those used in medicine (Beresford, 2016:227; Stephenson, 2013:79). There has been a lack of qualitative research undertaken on young offender’s experiences of supervision and particularly their ‘individual, complex stories of personal change’ (Stephenson, 2013:81; also see Case, 2006).
The researcher enabled the participant’s experiential knowledge, acquired through first-hand or lived experiences, to take centre stage (Beresford, 2016:229). As Borkman (1976:44) notes, such ‘experiential knowledge is truth learned from personal experience with a phenomenon rather than truth acquired by discursive reasoning, observation or reflection on information provided by others’. Children and young people who participated in this study were viewed as ‘experts by experience’ and capable of ‘knowing’ from their direct or lived experiences (Beresford, 2016:227; Borkman, 1976; also see Peer Power 2018). 
It is worth noting here that although practitioners can possess experiential knowledge accrued for instance through personal experience of working with clients in the criminal justice system, this is largely defined as a subsidiary part of their professional knowledge (Borkman, 1976:3). Moreover, although each source of truth (i.e. children’s experiential knowledge/expertise and practitioners’ professional knowledge/expertise) may appear opposing (inevitably tensions exist between the two schools of thought), they are not mutually exclusive (See Borkman, 1976 my emphasis). 
Method
In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with children (n=20) and professionals (n=20). Each interview lasted between 30-90 minutes. This data collection method was appropriate as it allowed the researcher to capture their thoughts and feelings and essentially access ‘participants own accounts of their experience’ (Greig, et al., 2013:178). The approach was collaborative, whereby participants were perceived and treated as subjects rather than being dealt with as objects (Burr, 1995, 2003). 
Sample
The aims and objectives of the research study were explained to senior professionals at a management meeting and to practitioners at a professional’s forum. The researcher also distributed information sheets and consent forms to professionals. The researcher revisited those who agreed to be interviewed and asked them to provide signed consent. 
Initially, access to children and young people was provided through one practitioner who invited the researcher to attend a weekly music project to observe and build relationships with children who may be interested in participating in the research study. Further participants were identified by a manager.  
A purposive non-random sampling technique was used. Following consultation with professionals and managers, the researcher included young people on different court orders with differing cognitive abilities, ages and interests. The researcher reiterated consent prior, during and at the end of every interview and informed participants that they had the freedom to withdraw from the study at any time. It was made clear to participants by the researcher that if they decided not to take part, this would not affect them adversely in any way. All twenty of the young people (N=17 male and N=3 female) interviewed for the study were White British, aged between thirteen and eighteen years old and living in the North West of England. They had either completed a divert intervention, or were either subject to a referral order, Youth Rehabilitation Order (YRO) or Intensive Supervision and Surveillance (ISS). The twenty practitioners interviewed were employed within one large youth offending service within the North West of England and their experience of working within the youth justice service ranged from two months to thirty years. 
Data Analysis 
Interviews were audio recorded (with participant consent), fully transcribed and manually coded. In order to ensure their identities remained anonymous, they were given pseudonyms. The data was analysed using Braun and Clark’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis: familiarisation of the data; generating initial codes; searching for themes; reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; production of written report. The analysis was not informed by a pre-existing coding frame as the themes identified emerged from the data. The themes were checked and verified by (re) examining the sample and (re) analysing the findings. The rich and detailed data was cross-referenced with the wider literature and evidence in the field, where similarities and differences were observed. 
The findings in this paper emerged from a larger data set (15 months of fieldwork undertaken between 2016-2017 exploring children’s involvement in the design and delivery of youth justice services at a Youth Offending Service in the North West of England) and relate specifically to the practice of using ‘young offenders’ as peer mentors – a key theme of the research which is reported separately here because of the relevance and richness of the data. 
Findings and discussion 
This section presents four overarching themes that emerged from analyses of the interview data, relating to: ‘experiential knowledge’ (acquired through first-hand or lived experiences); building trusted relationships; barriers to using young offenders as peer mentors; and music mentoring. 
Experiential knowledge 
Current and former young offenders, who have ‘experiential knowledge’ (wisdom or know-how acquired through first-hand or lived experiences of contact with the criminal justice system), were described by participants as often better equipped to help others in need of support. The insight they provide into the lived experience of being a young offender can be beneficial to mentees, as illustrated in these typical quotations: 
"...unless you’ve experienced that, you cannot tell them… you cannot relate to them...Unless it’s happened to you, or someone that you know, there’s no way you can fully understand how they’re feeling" (Zain, 17).
 “Yeah. I would love to do that. Help young adults, like, my age and that…What road I took. I wouldn’t want that for any other people my age. It’s not good” (Aaron, 17).
"Someone who’s been through it is a lot more experienced. Been through…everything you can probably think of … That’s gonna help… a kid who’s in a struggle now…That’s one thing I’ve always wanted to do. I’ve always wanted to work with kids with the same problems as me" (Kevin, 16). 
Those who have ‘gone through an experience’ (Borkman, 1976:4) and overcome adversity, can be living proof that positive changes can be achieved and replicated (Peer Power, 2018). Mentees can be ‘especially appreciative of receiving help from someone who has walked in their shoes’ (Boyce et al., 2009: ix). Mentors who are young offenders may have authentic empathy and perhaps better relate to mentees than professional authority figures.  As Borkman, (1976:3) notes, ‘He respects a certain authority in those who have experienced what he has experienced’. Essentially, mentors can put their lived experiences of offending and contact with the justice system to ‘good use’ (Clinks, 2013:6), and draw ‘on their experiences to help others avoid their mistakes…’ (Maruna, 2017:9). They can impart knowledge and provide advice and guidance to mentees who are experiencing difficulties, feeling isolated or disempowered and in need practical and emotional assistance (Fletcher and Batty, 2012). Moreover, as argued by Wahl (1999:476), supporting others can be ‘self-enhancing’, and give meaning and purpose to one’s life.
One participant, Ben (16), expressed an interest in peer mentoring mainly as he wanted to improve the experience for his peers. He noted how such a role could involve providing young people with a user’s perspective (insight) on what to expect. As Ben (16) explained, this could help reduce any worry or anxiety (a familiar experience) regarding the criminal justice process:
“… [give them] more information about what’s gonna happen, what you’ll be doing. Depending on how long your order is… they just might need that little reassurance to make the anxiety go away” (Ben, 16). 
According to Charlotte (13) some children may not understand what is required of them or how to navigate the system. She also noted how some child may be living a chaotic lifestyle, experiencing attachment issues/trauma, feeling a sense of fear/rejection as a consequence of poor life-chances. As a result, children may then disengage in processes, according to Charlotte (13). Peer mentors who have experiential knowledge may be more appropriately placed to open up a dialogue and (re) engage them in the service: 
“I think they’ll listen to, like, kids their age, that’s been through their experience… [than] like say, like our staff. They haven’t been through what we’ve been through have they?” (Charlotte, 13). 
Similarly, there was appetite for peer-to-peer work amongst professionals who felt that if children were willing and able to share their experiences with others, they may be best placed to help their peers overcome adversity. Practitioners would like to see opportunities created for young offenders to support their peers experiencing difficulties, as these quotations from participants illustrate:
“Because the young people are certainly gonna listen to somebody who’s been through it all” (Anna).
“Well I think they really appreciate peer mentors, because they get them. And, you know, … it’s somebody who’s walked in their shoes. Because they can see somebody who’s managed to effect some change, maybe. And, you know, scrape a life together for themselves despite the odds. I think. So yeah, I think we should do that much, much, much more” (Diana).
 “…They have more understanding, maybe empathy, and they have a different perspective…” (Mike).
Building trusted relationships 
Joseph (15) was particularly fond of one of his teachers who he said was an ex-offender having been in trouble with the law in a past life. Interestingly another participant Anthony (17) spoke passionately about a trusted relationship he had built with one of his workers who had experience of care and criminal justice systems: 
“It’s like, yeah, we’re sound from the start. It’s just, like… cos obviously he’s been what… I’m going through! …{he’s} a [exhales audibly] top fella, swear to God” (Anthony, 17). 
He described his worker – who had been through similar life experiences - as being non-judgemental, demonstrating an ability to empathise and know what it feels like to be in a difficult situation. He said how he has contacted his worker on many occasions in a state of panic and valued receiving emotional and practical assistance. He felt his worker understood his circumstances and was able to guide him through difficult situations. He referred to him as inspirational and was keen to follow in his footsteps in the future, securing a job involving caring for others. Another participant Zain (17) had similar positive experiences to Anthony (17) and was inspired by his practitioner:  
"I’d love to do his job. He sort of inspired me. Cos I know about his past, he knows about mine. And it’s pretty similar, do you know what I mean? Grew up on a bad estate, got into drugs" (Zain, 17). 
The relationships between these children and their workers appeared collaborative and client-centred (McNeill, 2006), and they placed great emphasis on lived experiences. There was a ‘reciprocal contribution of each party’s resources to produce mutually agreed outcomes’ (Weaver, 2015:248). It is important that professionals are ‘sensitive, patient, understanding’, friendly, reliable and caring (Cheetham et al., 1992:63) towards young people. When they are respectful, genuine, and ‘…enter imaginatively and yet accurately into the thoughts and feelings and hopes and fears of [young people] (Winnicott, 1986:117), this can help to create a dialogue of openness, trust and respect for one another’s perspectives. As Trevithick (2003: 167) notes:
‘The greater the trust, respect, concern and practice competence that is generated, the greater the likelihood of an open and honest exchange where individuals can reveal what they see to be happening, and why, and how the situation can be improved’.
In addition to warmth, genuineness and enthusiastic communication (Dowden and Andrews, 2004:205), empathy is viewed as one of the ‘essential precursors for a helping relationship with children’ (Brandon et al., 1998:71). It is relevant here to note that, in a study on female ex-offender mentoring, the researchers concluded that ‘women reported as positive aspects of the mentoring relationship – truth, honesty, [and] openness… but also such factors as working through difficult or demanding ‘developments’ or ‘stages’ in the relationship’s growth’ (Brown and Ross, 2010:46).  
Barriers to using young offenders as peer mentors 
Although mentors can potentially help to build resilience and facilitate feelings of self-worth and dignity among mentees, a key issue relates to risk contamination when mentor matching. This involves young people who are considered ‘risky’, violent or dangerous providing emotional and practical help assistance and support to a peer who may be low risk in terms of vulnerability or likelihood of re-offending. This issue was alluded to by Maureen, a Youth Offending Team manager: 
 “when they’re (professions) assessing risk and the riskiness of some of our young people, it’s like, “Well why would you want to involve these young people with other young people?” So there might be a bit of risk aversion about involving young people in mentoring other young people” (Maureen).
This concern is perhaps understandable when considering, ‘association with criminal peers in the community is a well-established risk factor in subsequent offending’ (Whyte, 2009:142). There can be unintended consequences of ‘bringing together young people involved in persistent offending’ - it can ‘make them worse without skilled workers and the appropriate models of practice to challenge their criminal attitudes and to assist them to change positively’ (Whyte, 2009:142). Moreover, the existence of a ‘blame culture’, an atmosphere of distrust (Nash, 2007:87) or concern for damage limitation can result in professionals being risk avoidant and disinclined to use young offenders as peer mentors. They may choose to ‘play safe’ and not involve them because of the potential security risks they pose (Nash, 2007:87). Yet, managing/ameliorating risk and being positive and participatory are not necessarily incompatible or mutually exclusive. When working with children and young people who offend, it is important to ‘find the right mix and balance in… framing the negative aspects, alongside positive elements, including strengths, resilience… which are likely to reduce harmful outcomes’ (Whyte, 2009:74).
A further issue relates to the matter of allowing children too much of an opportunity to draw on their own personal histories which may not be of relevance or benefit to mentees. This issue was a particularly pertinent concern for Mike, a Youth Offending Team Officer: 
“it's also important not to... get embroiled into, "Well, this is what happened to me."  That doesn't mean it happened to them…” (Mike).
Some of young people the researcher interviewed were not interested in providing or receiving peer support. They were apprehensive about associating with people they did not know or have a troubling relationship with. Some also did not want their ‘free time’ compromised. Others perceived it as an ‘additional component with which they [would] have to comply’ (Hucklesby and Wincup, 2014:14). Although children subject to court orders are compelled to attend appointments (non-compliance can result in court reappearance/s), participation in peer mentoring schemes should be voluntary, as this offers most promise in terms of positive/constructive relationships forming (Philip and Hendry, 2000). 
Music mentoring 
Children and young people can benefit from being exposed to new experiences and social relations. For example, for some participants, the music project was a ‘catalyst for change’, cultivating self-belief, helping to shape new positive personal and social identities. It was described by Brandon, a former service user and current youth worker, as a useful means of integrating peer mentoring. This worker frequently shared his own struggles with young people when co-facilitating the sessions:
“I always open up about my past, then the floodgates open… I'm not there to kind of judge anyone.  You know, I can't judge anyone, with my past.  You know, my history.  Who am I to judge?  You know and I can totally identify with their, … feelings of lack of identity, that... these young people have” (Brandon).
The music project aimed to be participant led, by way of noticing young people’s strengths and talents, and subtly encouraging them through the medium of music. Young people were taught rapping skills, how to sing, play musical instruments and write songs/compose music. As the researcher discovered during in-depth interviews with professionals and young people who were often on intensive court orders (perceived as ‘hard to reach’ or ‘difficult to engage’), children particularly valued the opportunity to attend music project sessions and build empathic relationships with the professionals who facilitated the workshops. Children were actively encouraged to enter into negotiation and dialogue with professionals. 
Brandon described many of the young people as going through an existential crisis and ‘playing up’ to mask such emotions. Crucially, he referred to the importance of instilling hope in young people and showing them that change is possible. However, although the importance of instilling hope in young people features consistently in the desistance literature (See Farrall and Calverley, 2006), it cannot compensate for a lack of adequate opportunity for growth. As McNeill and Weaver (2010:4) note, ‘hope, expectation, confidence fade quickly on an empty stomach’. Thus, hope must be accompanied by practical forms of support, including access to resources and networks. Furthermore, Brandon described the music project as a ‘perfect vehicle to rehabilitate’ especially as there was an emphasis on the use of therapeutic approaches in addition to promoting positive attitudes and behaviours. According to the Anna, a Youth Offending Team Volunteer, young people who attended the music project were seen in a different and much more positive light:
“I did see that apparently some of the boys that we worked with were known to be aggressive and quite violent, but from my view of meeting them in that environment, I was shocked – I was like, “What? He’s not like that.” You know, they’re just quite chilled, and it was quite surprising to hear what they’d been up to and things” (Anna). 
Crucially, Anna did not view the children and young people as ‘sources of fear’, ‘posers of risk to others’ or ‘objects of concern’ (Whyte, 2009). In other words, they were viewed as assets, not a problem to be dealt with. This is important, as Stephenson (2013:82) notes: ‘concentrating on weaknesses and faults is less likely to facilitate positive personal change’. Alternatively, as Ugwudike and Morgan (2018:4) note, young people can perform ‘highly if others expect them to do so’. There was an emphasis on seeing children in a ‘different light’, and ‘offering praise and reward for pro-social expressions and actions’ (Trotter, 1993, cited in Chapman and Hough 1998:16). An appropriate amount of praise and reward can result in young people’s self-esteem increasing and potentially the adoption of more positive pro-social identities (HMI Probation, 2016).
The music project had a focus on facilitating healing, growth, and identity transformation. This positive focus is promising, especially as effective practice with children in conflict with the law involves working with ‘the young person [to shift] their identity away from one that is conducive to offending to one that promotes a crime-free life, social inclusion and wellbeing’ (Beyond Youth Custody, 2017:24). By way of illustration, two young people interviewed by the researcher, who regularly attended the music project, performed a song (they had written and produced together) to delegates at a training event. This was an opportunity for them to practice their newly formed identities as ‘performers’ or ‘rappers’ not ‘offenders’, apply skills they had mastered, and crucially receive praise and recognition for their law-abiding achievements. 
Interestingly, the music project could be described as a ‘hook for change’ as children were provided with access to a legitimate opportunity to engage in purposeful activity and meaningful interaction (McMahon and Jump, 2017:9). It allowed them the opportunity to embrace a non-offender identity. As Maruna (2001) notes, an important aspect of practice is assisting with identity transformation. Children and young people who offend, ‘need to develop a coherent, pro-social identity for themselves’ (Maruna, 2001:6) if positive outcomes are to be achieved. Young people’s identities are ‘fluid and changeable’ (Clinks, 2013:3-4), thus using young offenders as peer mentors in this context, can help to facilitate an identify shift and promote a ‘good life’ - one of purpose and meaning. 
Limitations 
Although the research was undertaken with a vulnerable (a background of deprivation and social exclusion) and ‘hard to reach’ (disempowered and disengaged) group of children and young people (whose views and perspectives were often marginalised), it was a small-scale qualitative study and thus the findings cannot be generalised to other Youth Offending Teams. Furthermore, although it was reiterated to participants that their participation in the study was voluntary (not compulsory), children (who were on a court order) could have felt compelled, at times, to attend an interview and this could have reduced their level of meaningful participation in the study (Hampson, 2017:169). It is relevant to add here that participation in the project was not a formal part of a child’s order, they had the right to withdraw from the study or decline answering questions they felt made them feel uncomfortable. Non-attendance at interviews was not recorded as non-compliance with their court order requirements. Moreover, this paper has focussed on the practice of using young offenders as peer mentors, it did not explore how this type of mentoring could be perceived by mentees and what factors influence or hinder positive outcomes from a mentee’s perspective. 
Conclusion 
This article has explored the benefits, limitations and challenges of using young offenders as peer mentors. The findings suggest that peer mentors can be uniquely placed to help mentees to (re) engage with services. Peer mentors often have similar life experiences to those they endeavour to support and can use their experiential knowledge to assist mentees to achieve positive change. Such experiential knowledge, rooted in a young person’s experience of using criminal justice services and being an offender/ex-offender, is largely distinct from practitioner expertise, accrued through training and practice (Borkman, 1976; McLaughlin, 2009). Although there may be a degree of scepticism about whether current/former offenders 'can be effective in steering [their peers] away from crime' (Hylton, 2014:287), the author has argued that they can be 'experts by experience', positive motivators or living proof that change is possible.  
Findings also suggest that young people particularly value building empathic and collaborative relationships with professionals who are ex-offenders and have lived experiences of contact with the criminal justice system. The article also introduced issues and challenges associated with peer mentoring and how the existence of a ‘blame culture’, an atmosphere of distrust or concern for damage limitation can result in professionals being risk avoidant and disinclined to use young offenders as peer mentors. It is worth noting, the new Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation inspection framework purports to reward Youth Offending Teams that are innovative, creative, proactive and inclusive, and discourages professionals from being reactive and defensive in a blame culture (Lepper, 2018). The evidence from the study also suggests that, the participant-led music project, particularly with its focus on treating children as assets not problems, can be a way to integrate peer mentoring, and facilitate the process of change, namely: healing, growth and identity transformation. Although the Youth Justice Board for England and Wales appear to promote engagement in such participatory prosocial activities and strengths-based/capacity building practices (Case, 2018; YJB, 2016), the music project is resource intensive and may not be financially sustainable in the current climate of budgetary restrictions/scarce resources.
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